Some decades ago, I abandoned a poorly considered 
relationship. Licking my wounds, I went to hiding on a 
ten acre plot of muskeg swamp I co-owned with a friend. 
The tract, located near Lake Vermillion in Northeastern 
Minnesota, proved an ideal spot to lay low. By the way, 
the relationship failure was mine. No one else to blame. 


My recently divorced friend and I arrived at the 
acreage in late April, a meteorologically dicey time of 
year. It can be warm all day and snow at night. Because 
it had been a dry early spring, the Minnesota Department 
of Natural Resources declared a comprehensive burning 
ban. No open fires, not even a Coleman stove. We had 
no motorhome, or even a trailer. We were pitching two- 
man tents and cooking over an open fire. 


To assuage our bruised egos, we developed a plan to 
construct a so-called Mound Home, modeled loosely on 
structures built by the Mandan people in North Dakota. 





The entire project would be 
constructed using hand tools. 
Shovels, saws, draw knives 
and axes were all we had. The 
nearest electrical power was a 
half-mile away. And so we set | 
out, chopping, de-limbing and 
debarking one tree after the 
next. Digging holes into the 
heavy, wet clay, we set each 
foundational beam into 
position. 














~ took shape. The framing 
completed, the next step was to 
form the roof using hundreds of 
40-foot pine trees. By the time we 
abandoned the project in August, 
due to severe cash shortages, we’d 
felled, stripped and de-barked 600 
pines, dragging them by hand to 
the frame, laying them on the 
shell, forming a wooden tipi. 
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Throughout our summer of 
redemption, we enjoyed merciless 
Ursine thievery. The bear 
ambition? To dine on our meager 
provisions. Our attempts to stop the 
larceny? Comical at best. 





My partner and I each pitched pup tents. 
The nylon nest served as an escape from the 
battalions of mosquitos that descended every 
time you stood still. My tent allowed a small 
privacy...a place where I could take off 
sweat-stained clothes...Levis and shirts 
stiffened by pine pitch from the day’s work. 


After a day of sweat and toil, I would bathe 
in the cold shallows of Lake Vermillion, 
careful to pull the leeches from my body after 
exiting the water. At night I slept au natural, 
listening to a furious horde of mosquitos just a 
layer away, eagerly hoping to drain my blood, 
waiting nervously for the return of the bears. 


We hoped the barest fabric would protect us 
from the nighttime plundering. More often 
than I care to think about, we heard the brutes 
rummaging just inches from the zipper door. 


I'd brought my Colt .45 into 
the bush for self protection. 
I had no interest in killing. 
I hoped the weapon would 
intimidate the thieving bastards, 
keeping them at bay on the far reaches of our 
rudimentary encampment. 





One particular night, we placed two coolers 
well inside the confines of the mound house 
which was, by now, covered completely by 
pine poles. We didn’t think the bears ballsy 
enough...that they had the temerity to explore 
deep into the shelter’s interior. We didn’t 
think well enough. 


As morning light broke, I 
heard the familiar sound of a 
cooler lid opening. I fancied 
my friend making coffee on 
the open fire. 








Excitedly, I queried, “Any coffee yet?” 


From my buddy’s tent just twenty feet to 
my right, I heard his just-waking mutter, 
“Huh?” 


The dissonance between the direction his 
voice came from in relation to where the 
cooler jostling sounds emanated could 
mean but one 
thing. The 
brigand bears 
were pillaging 
our foodstuffs 
again. 
Something had 
to be done. 





Grabbing the weapon, the same gun used 
by my father as he battled Nazis during 
World War II, I unzipped the screen door 
and stepped outside to face the enemy. 


The bear shuffled inside, not yet aware of 
my presence. Unconcerned, she busted 
precious eggs and drooled after bacon. 
Tip-toeing quietly to the entryway, I 
cocked the weapon. The bear paused, 
alerted by the soft metal click. 

She came to the door to examine the noise 
and that’s where we collided face to face. 





Never having 


an intimate 
setting before 
this moment, 
my instinct 
for survival kicked-in. Fortunately for the 
bear, my weapons training abandoned me. 





I stood just 3 feet from the gaping maw of 
the angry beast. The gun barrel was within 
inches of the brute’s snout. I could smell her 
foul breath as she looked me in the eye. Her 
massive teeth bared, she snapped and growled 


The situation was 
deteriorating before my eyes. 
The leviathan snarled, obviously 
troubled by my presence. Egg 
yolk dripped from her menacing 
teeth. The brute’s mottled coat 
was foul, covered in excrement. She and 
other critters regularly wallowed in our 
outdoor biffy - a lone log draped over a hole 
we'd dug. Her eyes, an admixture of fear, 
curiosity and bestial indifference to my 
presence. 







As for myself, time stood still. Looking 
down my extended arm, I saw the weapon, it’s 
lead-spitting muzzle just moments from the 
fury in front of me. What I was seeing did not 
comport with my typical reality. Harmony 
replaced by disgust and terror. My choices 
for action swiftly diminishing, I finally 
locked-in on a solution. 


Gripping the gun with every ounce of 
nerve I could muster, my heart pumping 
wildly, my hand shaking erratically, I pulled 
the hair trigger. The gun resounded with a 
powerful roar and a mighty recoil. The 
unmistakeable odor of gun powder and 
smoke regaled my senses. A rush of 
adrenalin surged through me. I suddenly 
felt powerful - my mastery over this evil 
creature was complete. 


That is, until I snapped back into real time 
reality. My shot failed to find the mark. 
The she bear was on the run, galloping away 
from me in powerful strides. 


I had 6 rounds remainin 
the vulgarian as 
quickly as my bare 
feet would allow over the 
broken ground. 

The she bear quickly left me in , 
her dust. She was on familiar ground. I the 
interloper. Pulling the trigger, the gun’s 
retort filled the forest with an obscene odor 
and a fearful sound. 


so I pursued 









Out of ammo, I made 
it back to camp, my heart 
pounding, the gun H 
barrel hellishly hot. My 
friend? Convulsive. 


“You might consider 
wearing something a bit i 3a | i 
more modest on your next a js wis nore 





Looking down I became aware of my 
rapidly deflating bear-nakedness. 


